Discussing cardiopulmonary resuscitation: a study of elderly outpatients.
Decisions about when to perform cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) are frequently made without knowing the wishes of the patient. To evaluate the feasibility of outpatient discussions about CPR, the authors surveyed 22 male and 53 female, mentally competent, ambulatory patients 65 years of age and older. Only 7% of those interviewed had an accurate understanding of what CPR meant before hearing a standardized description. Eighty-seven per cent thought discussions about CPR should take place routinely, but only 3% had previously discussed this issue with their physicians. Seventy per cent felt such discussions should take place during periods of health, and 84% felt their views should be part of the medical record. When asked about three terminal illnesses, a minority of patients wanted CPR: 25% felt CPR was indicated in the presence of irreversible coma, 28% for terminal cancer, and 41% for irreversible heart failure. More patients felt they would request CPR if they had irreversible heart failure than if in a coma (p less than 0.002) or for terminal cancer (p = 0.002). The majority of elderly outpatients have clearly defined opinions about the application of CPR and wish to discuss them with their physicians.